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ABSTRACT

Bisexual women are more vulnerable to intimate partner violence (IPV) than lesbian or heterosexual women; however,
they are under-represented in IPV literature. This study used a
systematic review approach, combining a content analyis and
a literature review to examine the state of knowledge on
bisexual women’s experiences of IPV. A literature search
uncovered 36 articles published between 2000 and 2016 that
explicitly included bisexual women. The authors conducted a
content analysis to assess study characteristics. Findings from
the analysis indicated most research was conducted using
quantitative methodology. Studies tended to use White, adult
samples with little bisexual representation. Themes uncovered
in the content analyses guided the literature review. Emergent
reviewed themes included prevalence rates of IPV and tactics,
risk factors for perpetration and victimization, and help seeking and leaving processes. Findings were used to outline an
agenda for future research, including the recognition of multiple marginalization among bisexual women.
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Intimate partner violence victimization (IPV) is an epidemic among women
in the United States (Breiding et al., 2014; Walters, Chen, & Breiding,
2013). According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), one third of all American women have been assaulted, stalked, or
raped by an intimate partner and one half have experienced psychological
victimization (e.g., threatening behaviors, belittling, isolating from social
support; Breiding et al., 2014). Studies on IPV among different-sex, and
assumed heterosexual, couples has existed for decades. However, the existence of IPV in queer relationships only recently emerged in this body of
work (Edwards, Sylaska, & Neal, 2015) in spite of significant increases in
general research about queer individuals, couples, and families (van EedenMoorefield, Few-Demo, Benson, Bible, & Lummer, 2018). To gain an
understanding of IPV in queer couples and facilitate healthy relationships,
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it is critical to study how these couples experience IPV. Available research
suggests bisexual women are particularly vulneranble to experience IPV
(Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2013; Turrell, Brown, & Herrmann, 2018).
Accordingly, they are the focus here.
To develop the research on bisexual women’s experiences of IPV, it is
important to take stock of what already is known and the quality (e.g.,
methodological rigor) in which the field came to know it such that scholars
can identify future research needs. For instance, researchers and practitioners tend to label women in relationships with men as heterosexual
whereas women in relationships with women are labeled as lesbians
(Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2013; Johnson & Groves, 2017). However, we
seek to understand IPV in the relationships of bisexual women specifically,
regardless of partner gender. To do so, we used the steps of a content analysis using deductive coding methods to identify the number of articles representing bisexual women who have experienced IPV, the topics of these
articles, and their methodology. To develop a unique and thorough
approach to analyze and synthesize the current body of literature, the
remainder of the article is a literature review of the articles in the content
analysis. To place the findings in context, we will first provide a background on bisexuality in general as well as contexts of discrimination
against the queer community and through biphobia (discriminatory actions
toward or beliefs about bisexual individuals) specifically as it applies to
IPV. We will then overview our methodology as well as present our findings of the content analysis and expand upon these findings in the literature review. Based on the findings, we propose a future research agenda.
Background
Bisexuality

As of 2013, between 3.5% and 5% of Americans identify as lesbian, gay,
bisexual, or transgender (LGBT; Parker, 2015). According to a national survey, around 40% of these individuals identify as bisexual, and, of these,
almost three fourths (73%) were women (Parker, 2015). Bisexual individuals also hold a variety of gender identities outside of cisgender women.
According to Galupo, Ramirez, and Pulice-Farrow (2017), approximately
10% of bisexual individuals identify as transgender, with 1.3% identifying
as transfeminine and 6.5% identifying as gender nonconforming. A national
survey consisting of over 27,000 transgender individuals indicated 15%
identified as bisexual (James et al., 2016). However, bisexual individuals are
commonly overlooked within the social sciences (Bostick, 2012; Monro,
Hines, & Osbornerne, 2017). Additionally, bisexuals face discrimination
from heterosexual and queer individuals (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014;
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Dodge et al., 2016; Johnson & Groves, 2017). One way is through stereotypes that their sexual identity is transitory, that they are promiscuous,
attention seeking (Johnson & Groves, 2017; Klesse, 2011), and carry sexually transmitted infections (STIs; Brewster & Moradi, 2010). Such stereotypes contribute to bi-erasure, where the experiences of bisexual individuals
are overlooked or overtly denied (Klesse, 2011; Monro et al., 2017). They
also have impacts on these women’s romantic and sexual relationships, as
some lesbian-identified women refuse to have relationships with bisexualidentified women (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014; Tebbe, Moradi,
Connelly, Lenzen, & Flores et al., 2018). Such biases seek to relegate bisexual individuals to a place of inauthenticity until they select a ‘real’ sexual
orientation (i.e., gay/lesbian, heterosexual). Negative perceptions of bisexuality have been associated with decreased mental health, such as depression
(Bostick, 2012) and low self-esteem (Gray & Desmarais, 2014).
Additionally, bisexuals are less likely to disclose their sexual identity, or
“come out” (28%), than lesbian women (71%) or gay men (77%; Parker,
2015). This may be due to negative reactions toward disclosure, which
includes direct hostility (e.g., being explicitly told bisexuality is wrong or
excluded from queer events), pressure from partners to identify as heterosexual or lesbian, and other microaggressions such as others asking invasive
questions about her sexual identity (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014).
Conversely, they are more likely to come out when they receive support
from others in the queer community (Brewster & Moradi, 2010). Despite
the large proportion of bisexual individuals within the queer community,
their experiences have gone relatively unexplored in research related to
health issues (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2013; Tebbe et al., 2018), including IPV (Turrell et al., 2018).
Discrimination and IPV

Historically, queer individuals, couples, and families have discriminated
against and have been marginalized by the general public as well as institutions designed for protection (e.g., police; Wolff & Cokely, 2007). As a
result, queer survivors of IPV are sometimes reluctant to disclose victimization as it also means outing themselves to family, friends, employers, and/
or police (Gillum & DiFulvio, 2012). The struggles of queer IPV survivors
have gone undocumented given the increased likelihood of rejection by
social networks and potential persecution by law enforcement (Mallory,
Hasenbush, & Sears, 2015). Transgender bisexual women may be especially
unlikely to report under these circumstances (Guadalupe-Diaz & Jasinski,
2017) as more than 20% of transgender individuals are not supported by
their families and more than one half do not feel comfortable or safe in
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disclosing to police (James et al., 2016). Their concerns are not unfounded
as around 58% have been harassed or assaulted by police officers (James
et al., 2016). Literature on bisexual women may have been further impeded
as even close queer friends or purported allies to the queer community are
less likely to believe their experiences (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014).
As the queer community continues to face discrimination (Hardesty,
Oswald, Khaw, & Fonseca, 2011; James et al., 2016; Wolff & Cokely, 2007),
queer survivors may still be unlikely to disclose violence, afraid of perpetuating negative stereotypes around their relationships (Gillum & DiFulvio,
2012). This may be especially true for bisexual women whose relationships
are often frought with negative stereotypes, such as expectations of sexual
promiscuity and an inability for faithfulness or monogamy (Tebbe et al.,
2018). As such, it is important to take into account multiple marginalizations, which is when individuals experience discrimination because of more
than one identity they hold (e.g., transgender, queerness as well as bisexuality within the queer community).
In recent years queer individuals and families have gained civil rights,
such as the expansion of the historic Violence Against Women Act (1993)
to include protections for same-sex couples and transgender individuals in
2013 (Violence Against Women Reauthorization Act of 2013, 2013). Yet
bisexual women are still poorly represented in IPV research despite being
more vulnerable to victimization than heterosexual or lesbian women
(Walters et al., 2013). Transgender bisexually identified women are even
less likely to be represented in this body of research, as studies typically do
not make distinctions between sexual and gender identity (West, 2012).
This limitation hinders services specifically for these women, placing them
in further danger for continued violence. The lack of understanding of
bisexual transgender women is especially concerning, as transgender individuals are at a heightened risk to experience IPV (Brown & Herman,
2015; Langenderfer-Magruder, Whitfield, Walls, Kattari, & Ramos, 2016;
Shipherd, Maguen, Skidmore, & Abramovitz et al., 2011) with some studies
indicating up to one half have experienced victimization, with transwomen
being more likely than transmen to report this (Kengay, 2005). As such,
researchers should have evidence-supported practices, and the present study
will uncover what evidence is currently available. It is important to increase
knowledge for IPV researchers to recognize bisexual women in their work
through more representation as well as inquiry into the factors and processes involved in IPV. To do so, there must first be an understanding of
the nature of present body of literature, including what is known,
unknown, and how this research is conducted. This study will examine the
present body of research that takes into account the IPV experiences of
bisexual women. We explored three research questions: (1) What are the
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characteristics of research inclusive of bisexual women in IPV literature?
(2) How are bisexual women represented in IPV literature? (3) What are
the experiences of bisexual women and how do they differ from those in
heterosexual and lesbian IPV literature?
Method

In the present study we conducted a systematic research review by using
steps for, initially, a content analysis and, subsequently, a systematic literature review to understand IPV in bisexual women’s relationships. First, we
conducted a literature search using multiple social science databases:
PsycInfo, Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts, and Family Studies
Abstracts. We used keywords pertaining to intimate partner violence (i.e.,
‘intimate partner violence,’ ‘relationship violence,’ ‘intimate partner abuse’)
and bisexuality (i.e., ‘bisexual,’ ‘bisexual women’) along with combinations
of each. Articles were selected from the search if they (1) were original
empirical studies, (2) examined IPV among queer couples, (3) had a bisexual sample or subsample explicitly stated in the Methods section, (4) were
written in English, and (5) were published between 2000 and 2016.
Empirical studies were eligible for inclusion if they included queer couples
in the analysis and did not need to be specific to queer relationships. The
criteria for a bisexual sample or subsample included women who identified
as bisexual as well as women who had sexual and/or romantic relationships
with men and women without necessarily taking on a bisexual identity (i.e.,
behaviorally bisexual). Additionally, women who identified as queer but
were behaviorally bisexual met the sample criteria; however, this was not
seen in any of the articles. The traditional timeframe to conduct content
analyses is 10 years (Elia & Eliason, 2012; Erford, Miller, Duncan, & Erford,
2010); however, given that IPV research has only explicitly recently
included bisexual women (Messinger, 2011), we allotted for an extra 5 years
to be as inclusive as possible, and this time timeframe has been used in
other content analyses (van Eeden-Moorefield et al., 2018). An extra year
was added to allow any articles published at the end of 2015 to go to press
and formal journal publication. Articles pertaining to practice and clinical
settings (e.g., therapeutic interventions, social work) were not included as
our research centered on experiences of IPV specifically. We also examined
reference lists from identified articles for literature that did not appear in
the original search. We read and reviewed all studies in their entirety (i.e.,
past the abstract) and included all that met the criteria in the present study,
resulting in 36 articles.
Of the articles selected (N ¼ 36), we conducted a deductive thematic analysis of the findings presented in the literature (Braun & Clark, 2006; van
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Eeden-Moorefield et al., 2018). Deductive thematic analysis includes coding
for preselected themes due to their salience in existing literature (Braun &
Clark, 2006). Specifically pertaining to content analyses, deductive analyses
often include the preselected criteria of identifying methods, samples, and
the purpose of studies (van Eeden-Moorefield et al., 2018). This form of
analysis is particularly useful when uncovering new aspects of an established body of literature (e.g., IPV research; Braun & Clark, 2006). A single
coder with a background in queer family and IPV research coded the data.
Two separate researchers, one with expertise in queer families, the other
with expertise in IPV reviewed findings for trustworthiness. The few discrepancies in interpretation (e.g., the definition of ‘bisexual representation’
in any individual study) were resolved through discussion between authors
by referencing previous literature to better understand coded literature.
Discussion continued until full consensus was reached.
First, we examined how the topics of the research identified were
studied. We coded for the methodology type (e.g., quantitative). Of these,
we uncovered subcodes indicating the specific analytic technique to ensure
various methodological perspectives are taken in the study of bisexual
women’s IPV experiences. As the purpose of this study was to assess the
representation of bisexual women in IPV literature, we coded for the main
queer population type represented (e.g., bisexual, lesbian). Further, we
sought to understand the representation of identities at other social locations. Age (Kann et al., 2016; Wincentak, Connolly, & Card, 2017) and
race (Cho, 2012; Lacey, Saunders, & Zhang, 2011) were identified as factors
requiring further analysis as they are two social locations more widely
studied in IPV literature. Given queer adolescents’ vulnerability for IPV
victimization (Kann et al., 2011; 2016), we also coded for age group. The
themes emerging from the content analysis are discussed in detail below.
Using the results of the content analysis, we conducted a literature
review based on population type and study focus. We examined the information from the focus (e.g., risk factor) and used information from the
population type (e.g., sexual minority women) to determine how it applied
to bisexual women. We developed a better understanding of what is known
about IPV among bisexual women by examining each of these trends.
During this step, we synthesized the knowledge garnered specifically about
bisexual women in each topic to form the four sections of the literature
review (prevalence/tactics, risk factors for victimization, risk factors for perpetration, and help seeking and leaving). We then used the codes for age to
understand what information was prevalent to each age group. Similarly,
although we applied codes pertaining to race and ethnicity to each group,
the disproportionate amount of predominately White samples did not allow
for differentiation. The implications of this finding are discussed in the
directions for future research.
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Table 1. Content Findings (N ¼ 36).
Coding Category
Methodology

n

%

Quantitative
Qualitative
Mixed-methodology

26
9
1

72
25
3

Queer/heterosexual comparison
Combined with lesbians
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
Between queer group comparison
Bisexual men and women
Cisgender
Transgender

16
9
7
3
1
36
0

44
25
19
8
3
100
0

Adults
Adolescents
Adults and adolescents

24
6
6

66
17
17

Majority White
Majority Black
N/A
Mixed
Asian
Indigenous sample

19
5
4
4
2
2

53
14
11
11
5
5

Risk (victimization & perpetration)
Prevalence
Multiple topics
Qualitative experiences
leaving

11
11
5
5
4

31
31
14
14
11

Subcategories

Populations studied
Sexual and gender identity

Age group

Race and ethnicity

Focus of study

Content analysis findings

Our findings indicate that the majority of extant research used a quantative
methodology, only one study used an exclusively bisexual sample, and,
across studies, almost all samples where adult and majority White. Five
topics were identified as the studies’ foci, prevalence and tactics, risk factors, multiple topics, qualitative explorations, and help seeking and leaving
processes. Findings outlined the current status of the field through exploration of the current literature, how this research is conducted (e.g., definitions of ‘queerness’ and/or ‘bisexuality’), and where there are gaps to
develop this body of research.

Methodology and analytic technique

The majority of reviewed studies (n ¼ 26) used only a quantitative methodology (Table 1). Fewer used a qualitative methodology (n ¼ 9), and only
one study used a mixed-methods approach. Of the quantitative studies,
regression (e.g., logistic, bi- and multivariate, odds ratios) analyses were the
most common, but other studies, often those determining prevalence, used
descriptive statistics, t tests, and v2. Although the number of qualitative
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studies uncovered were limited, studies used a variety of analysis methods:
ethnography (n ¼ 1), thematic analysis (n ¼ 3), grounded theory (n ¼ 2),
multiple analytic techniques (n ¼ 2), and a case study (n ¼ 1).
Sample characteristics

Sexual and gender identity. Of the 36 articles, only one (Head & Milton,
2014) was composed entirely of bisexual identifying individuals, but it
included men and women. Other studies’ samples were composed in four
ways. These compared bisexuals to other queer and heterosexual populations (n ¼ 16), combined with lesbians (n ¼ 9) in the same sample, defined
as being under the umbrella of LGBT (n ¼ 7), or compared exclusively to
other queer groups, such as gay men or lesbians without comparison to a
heterosexual group (n ¼ 3). All studies included only cisgender bisexual
women, and none examined transgender bisexual women’s experiences
of IPV.
Age group. The majority of reviewed studies had exclusively adult samples
(n ¼ 24; 66%; Table 2). Interestingly, though adult samples were largely
studied, all reviewed research examined early to middle adulthood samples
(i.e., ages 18 – 50 years; Choi & Meyer, 2016; Fredricksen-Goldsen, 2014),
with no studies specifically examining IPV among bisexual women in late
adulthood (i.e., age 51 and older; Choi & Meyer, 2016). Six studies (17%)
had exclusively adolescent samples, and six (17%) included adolescent and
adult samples.
Racial and ethnic composition. Findings indicated the studies’ racial and
ethnic sample composition was mainly White, with more than one half
(n ¼ 19) indicating most participants had identified as White (Table 1). The
next most common racial makeup was Black. Only one study (McCauley
et al., 2014) had a predominately Hispanic sample; however, the percentage
of Black participants was almost identical and, as such, was categorized as
a mixed race sample. Four studies had predominately a mixed race sample:
Black and Hispanic (n ¼ 2), Hispanic and White (n ¼ 1), and Black and
White (n ¼ 1). Four studies did not provide the racial or ethnic composition of their samples. However, two provided an aboriginal status category:
a Canadian study (Barrett & St. Pierre, 2013) that did not report sample
demographics and an Australian study (Tait, 2015) that indicated that the
majority of their sample did not identify as indigenous but provided no
further information on racial or ethnic make-up.
Focus of study

To identify the focus of each study, the purposes of each were coded. By
uncovering these themes we identified the topics for our literature review.
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This resulted in five foci categories (Table 1): prevalence and tactics
(n ¼ 11), risk factors (n ¼ 11), multiple topics (n ¼ 5), qualitative explorations (n ¼ 5), and help seeking and leaving processes (n ¼ 4). Qualitative
explorations were broad studies examining the overarching experiences of
IPV among queer couples and are not exhaustive of all qualitative studies
within this analysis. Five studies examined more than one topic. Of these,
the topics examined together were prevalence and risk factors (n ¼ 4) and
risk factors and leaving (n ¼ 1). Over one tenth (14%) of reviewed studies
were broad exploratory qualitative examinations. Their findings will contextualize the discussion of more specific studies in the literature review.
Only one study had an exclusively bisexual sample (Head & Milton,
2014) and comprised males and females. However, the articles provided an
increased understanding of prevalence and tactics, risk factors for victimization and perpetration, and help seeking and leaving. To develop a comprehensive understanding of the state of knowledge on IPV in bisexual
women’s relationships, findings from the reviewed studies are synthesized
and discussed below. The results of this content analyses guide the following systematic literature review.
Systematic literature review findings
Prevalence and tactics

Studies using representative and nonrepresentative samples consistently
suggest an increased vulnerability for bisexual women to experience IPV.
Results from the National Violence Against Women Survey (NVAWS;
2000) were published almost two decades ago, providing insight on IPV
rates among U.S. women. More recently, Messinger’s (2011) analyses of the
data collected from this survey focused on the prevalence of IPV in queer
relationships and documented that female bisexual respondents are most
vulnerable for IPV. These findings were groundbreaking in that bisexual
individuals had not been widely considered in the IPV literature and their
experiences were largely invisible. In his study, 83% of 51 bisexual women
had experienced psychological abuse, 91% had been controlled by a partner, 43% had experienced physical abuse, and 16% had experienced sexual
abuse (Messinger, 2011). However, the method by which sexuality was
determined in Messinger’s study was limited given the structure of available
data. Specifically, it did not directly inquire about respondents’ sexual identities. Instead, respondents’ queerness was based primarily on sex of the
respondent and that of their cohabitating partner.
Walters and colleagues’ (2013) analyses of more recent CDC data
addressed this flaw by collecting demographic data directly asking about
the sexual identity of the respondent. Findings were consistent with
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Messinger’s (2011) in that bisexual women were also found to be more vulnerable to IPV victimization than heterosexual and lesbian women
(Walters et al., 2013). Walters and colleagues (2013) reported 61% of bisexual women in the nation experienced assault, stalking, or rape by an intimate partner compared to 44% of lesbian and 35% of heterosexual women.
Results from studies using nonrepresentative samples also are consistent
with these findings, indicating bisexual women’s heightened risks for physical, emotional, and sexual victimization (Balsam, Rothblum, & Beauchaine,
2005; Goldberg & Meyer, 2013).
The severity and type of IPV was also taken into consideration, including
tactics, which are methods abusers use to maintain control over their partner. Almost one half (49%) of bisexual women have reported experiencing
severe violence (e.g., being choked or slammed against something hard)
from an intimate partner, compared to 29% of lesbian and 24% of heterosexual women (Walters et al., 2013). Similar to women in relationships
with men, women in relationships with women are vulnerable to partner
homicide during conflict escalation (Glass, Koziol-McLain, Campbell, &
Black, 2004). Abusers also frequently used psychological abuse against
bisexual women (Head & Milton, 2014; Walters et al., 2013). For instance,
76% of bisexual women have experienced psychological violence, a rate
higher than either lesbian (63%) or heterosexual (48%) women (Walters
et al., 2013). Specifically, 69% of bisexual women, compared to 48% of lesbian and 41% of heterosexual women, experienced coercive control (e.g.,
making threats, systematic isolation, economic control). These tactics are
important to understand, as they illustrate the experiences of survivors.
Bisexual women are also at risk to experience queer-specific victimization
from their partners. Often this includes threats, particularly from male
partners (Head & Milton, 2014), to disclose her sexual identity to others
(“outed”; Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Head & Milton, 2014). Identity disclosure may be especially detrimental in cultures where being outed likely
results in severe ostracization (DiStefano, 2009), and bisexual women are
less likely to be out than lesbian women (Parker, 2015), indicating cultural
intersections within the bisexual population. Despite being less frequently
studied, one partner in a same-sex relationship may force the other to present femininely to keep her own sexuality hidden (Gillum & DiFulvio,
2012). Similarly to women in heterosexual relationships (Hardesty &
Ganong, 2006), children are used to control queer women (Hardesty et al.,
2011; Head & Milton, 2014; Turrell, 2000). For bisexual women, such tactics may serve to either “discredit her as a mother” during custody disputes
in different-sex relationships (Head & Milton, 2014, p. 287) or in same-sex
relationships where one mother has legal parental rights and the other does
not (Hardesty et al., 2011).
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In addition to adults, queer adolescents have heightened rates of IPV
compared to heterosexual youth (Dank, Lachman, Zweig, & Yahner, 2014;
Kann et al., 2011; 2016; Luo, Stone, & Tharpe, 2014). Kann and colleagues’
(2016) analyses of data from the nationally representative Youth Risk
Behavior Surveillance (YRBS) survey found IPV patterns among adolescents similar to those consistently reported by adults. Although the most
recent version of this survey did not distinguish between lesbian, gay, and
bisexual (LGB) students, queer girls (17%) reported IPV at higher rates
than heterosexual girls (11%; Kann et al., 2016). Hipwell and colleagues
(2013) also noted that, though they had combined all sexual minority girls
into a homogenous group, sexual minority girls who had male partners
were more likely than heterosexually identified girls to report victimization.
Behaviorally queer (Kann et al., 2011; 2016) and, specifically, sexually fluid
adolescent females (who tend to be behaviorally bisexual more often than
male peers; Floyd & Bakeman, 2006) are at increased risk to be physically,
psychologically, or sexually abused by an intimate partner (Kann et al.,
2011; Martin-Storey, 2015) than those whose identity as LGB or heterosexual. Reuter, Sharp, and Temple (2015) found bisexual adolescents, though
not differentiated by gender, were more likely to perpetrate IPV than gay
or lesbian peers. Given these findings, queer adolescents are at risk for IPV
victimization, many of whom identify or are behaviorally bisexual.
Adolescents also experience queer specific victimization. For instance,
they were likely to be outed as a control tactic (Dank et al., 2014).
Specifically, bisexual female adolescents were more likely than lesbians to
be threatened with outing, primarily by female partners (81.3%; Freedner,
Freed, Yang, & Austin, 2002) Dank and colleagues (2014) also explored
incidences of cyber abuse (e.g., unwanted solicitation and distribution of
sexually explicit photos on social media, threats via text) toward queer adolescents. The tactics noted above illustrate the unique forms of victimization among queer youth that their heterosexual peers do not experience.
Despite consistent findings that suggest higher IPV vulnerability among
bisexual women, a small body of literature proposes there is little to no difference in the prevalence rates of IPV in bisexual women’s relationships to
lesbian or heterosexual women (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005; Hellemans,
Loeys, Buysse, & De Smet, 2015; Turrell, 2000). One possibility is the
inconsistent manner in which bisexual women have been represented in
the literature. Differences in the operationalization of queerness (see
Messinger, 2011; Walters et al., 2013) and the conceptualization of bisexuality (e.g., behaviorally bisexual and bisexually identifying; Luo, Stone, &
Tharpe, 2014) may cause these discrepancies. Given mixed findings, it is
critical to understand why these discrepancies exist and establish the most
accurate prevalence rates possible.
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Risk factors for victimization

Risk factors for IPV refer to factors, at the personal and cultural level, that
make individuals more susceptible to experience IPV in their relationships.
Our analysis identified five main risk factors for IPV victimization among
bisexual women: substance abuse (n ¼ 6), risky sexual behavior (n ¼ 6),
mental illness (n ¼ 2), internalized homophobia (n ¼ 2), and external experiences of discrimination (n ¼ 2). The latter two are a part of minority
stress and are connected to societal discrimination against queers
(Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2017).
Although substance abuse does not cause IPV, the literature suggested
alcohol and drugs are risk factors for IPV victimization. In addition to the
role of alcohol abuse contributed to the escalation of violence into femicide
(Glass et al., 2004) as well as the increased likelihood for IPV victimization
among queer women (Eaton et al., 2008). McDonald (2012) attributed this
to the prominence of bars as a way to meet potential partners within the
queer community. Although this provides a potential explanation for alcohol abuse as a risk factor, illicit drug use, such as cocaine (Eaton et al.,
2008; Pyra et al., 2014) or intravenous drugs (Eaton et al., 2008) also predicted victimization. Queer adolescents’ substance use also makes them vulnerable for victimization (Dank et al., 2014) and female bisexual youth
specifically may be at an increased risk to binge drink than peers who have
partners of one gender (Martin-Storey, 2015).
For queer women, risky sexual behaviors have also been linked to physical victimization. These include having multiple sexual partners (Pyra
et al., 2014) and having sex for money, drugs, and other resources (e.g.,
food, clothes; Eaton et al., 2008; Pyra et al., 2014). Victimization among
queer youth also correlated with sexual risk behaviors. Sexually active adolescents were more likely to report IPV than those who were not (Dank
et al., 2014). Taking into account the experience of bisexual youth, Luo and
colleagues (2014) reported adolescents who were behaviorally bisexual were
more likely to have multiple (i.e., more than three) sex partners; yet youth
in their study who did not engage in sexual activity were at a lower risk for
victimization. However, these experiences may be extensions of victimization (Pyra et al., 2014). Verbal abuse was associated with subsequent condomless sex (Reuter, Newcomb, Whitten, & Mustanski, 2016) that is often
a manifestation of sexual and reproductive coercion. Similarly, Eaton et al.
(2008) described how queer women who experienced IPV victimization
were more likely to have a partner who controlled her sexual activity.
Stereotypes about bisexuality (e.g., bisexual women are sexually indiscriminate) may promote sexual coercion and assault (Head & Milton, 2014).
Bisexual women have also reported that, though they were in polyamorous
relationships with men, their partner only allowed them to have female
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partners outside their relationship (Head & Milton, 2014). Research outside
of the IPV literature supports this idea, noting how bisexual women are
often sexually objectified due to the false perception that they are available
for sexual experimentation and that they have more sexual experience than
lesbian or heterosexual women (Tebbe et al., 2014). Sexual behavior, specifically risky behaviors, are a risk factor, particularly when taking into
account stereotypes about bisexual women.
Decreased mental health was associated with experiencing psychological
abuse among queer adolescents and adults (Dank et al., 2014; Hellemans
et al., 2015). Unfortunately, this has not been extensively examined as a
risk factor among bisexual women. It should, however, receive increased
attention as bisexual women are vulnerable to decreased mental health due
to stigma and social rejection (Bostick, 2012; Gray & Desmarais, 2014).
As queer women’s relationships exist in a heterosexist culture, they are
vulnerable to facets of minority stress, another risk factor for victimization.
In one of the first studies on IPV in same-sex relationships to include
bisexual women, Balsam and Szymanski (2005) identified internalized
homophobia (e.g., not wanting to be queer) as a precursor to victimization
among queer women, potentially due to self-blame given negative feelings
toward their sexual identity. Internalized homophobia is also a risk factor
for nondisclosure, and thus continuation, of abuse (Sylaska & Edwards,
2015). Discrimination also played a role in victimization risk. Queer
women who experienced a traumatic coming out experience and rejection
from family and friends were likely to stay with a female abuser to maintain an intimate relationship (McDonald, 2012). Although these studies on
minority stress did not differentiate between lesbian and bisexual women,
Balsam and Szymanski (2005) propose such research is necessary to capture
the unique experiences for both groups. For example, although not explicated in these studies, bisexual women more at risk as they often experience multiple minority stress from queer and heterosexual communities
(Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014; Dodge et al., 2016). Cultural heterosexism plays a part in victimization, making vulnerability to IPV unique to
queer women.
Risk factors for perpetration

Less literature focused on risk factors for perpetration than for victimization. However, studies suggested they share some similar factors: substance
abuse (n ¼ 2), external experiences of discrimination (n ¼ 2), and internalized homophobia (n ¼ 4). However, IPV perpetration among bisexual
women is worth studying, as college students have reported about a 30%
perpetration rate, with high rates of mutual violence (22%; Edwards &
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Sylaska, 2013). As such, perpetration of IPV by bisexual women should be
considered when studying risk factors.
Substance abuse was a prevalent risk factor for IPV perpetration (Chong,
Mak, & Kwong, 2013; McDonald, 2012). McDonald (2012) proposed that
queer abusers used substances to cope with experiences of homophobia
and family rejection. However, when researchers do not differentiate
between gender or sexual identities (e.g., Chong et al., 2013), it is difficult
to determine substance use’s relevance specific to bisexual women’s experiences. McDonald (2012) also explored facets of minority stress as risk factors for perpetration. Previous experiences of discrimination (e.g.,
termination of employment, refused housing, hate crime victimization)
were linked to perpetration of physical IPV among queer women in general
(Balsam & Szymanski, 2005). Although Balsam and Szymanski (2005)
found that perpetration across violence types (e.g., physical, psychological)
was linked to discrimination, only physical perpetration for queer participants in Edwards and Sylaska (2013) study was linked to discrimination,
whereas psychological violence was not. However, this link may be because
Edwards and Sylaska (2013) measured all sexual minorities homogeneously
and Balsam and Szymanski (2005) sampled only women. This may make a
difference in results as gender plays as role in which individuals experience
IPV. For example, men have a decreased likelihood to think of themselves
as a victims due to masculinity norms (Edwards, Sylaska, Barry, et al.,
2015). In studies that include multiple genders, these nuances are not
addressed. As such, it is important to look at within-group variations, as
opposed to conducting comparative analyses across genders (van EedenMoorefield et al., 2018).
Although perpetration was linked to external discrimination, internalized
homophobia was a stronger predictor of perpetration among a sample of
sexual minority college students (Edwards & Sylaska, 2013). Edwards and
Sylaska (2013) found internalized homophobia was a stronger predictor of
perpetration than of any other minority stress variable, and behaviorally
bisexual women may be more likely to experience internalized homophobia
as well as perpetrate IPV (Millitech, Gumminey, Kelley, & D’Lima, 2014).
Internalized homophobia was linked to increased likelihood of perpetrating
physical or sexual coercion and assault (Edwards & Sylaska, 2013; Gillum
& DiFulvio, 2012; Pepper & Sand, 2015).
Help seeking and leaving processes

The help seeking and leaving process emerged in the body of literature for
queer women who experience IPV. Help seeking and leaving is a multistage
process, wherein survivors realize they are being abused, think about
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leaving their partners while (often) making preparations to do so, such as
save money, reach out for formal (e.g., police) and informal (e.g., friends)
support, and emotionally distance themselves from their abusers. (Khaw &
Hardesty, 2015). Understanding queer women’s help seeking and leaving is
critical given leaving may escalate existing violence (Glass et al., 2004) and
also provides some explanation for lower disclosure rates among queer survivors (Sylaska & Edwards, 2015). In addition to the challenges faced by
heterosexual women, queer women must navigate institutionalized heterosexism (Eaton et al., 2008; Gillum & DiFulvio, 2012; Hardesty et al., 2011;
Hassouneh & Glass, 2008; Head & Milton, 2014; Turrell & Herrmann,
2008). In other words, support may be less available for queer women than
heterosexual women due to misconceptions about queer relationships and
IPV. As with the prior findings, much of this research offers little differentiation between lesbian and bisexual women. Bisexual women specifically
may struggle to interpret and disclose IPV, given the limited knowledge
about this population (Head & Milton, 2014).
Stereotypes about the nature of violence between women affect bisexual
women abused by women, specifically, that female-to-female violence is
innocuous or does not happen (DiStefano, 2009; Gillum & DiFulvio, 2012;
Hassouneh & Glass, 2008; Turrell & Herrmann, 2008), can also affect their
experiences. Some queer women have reported interacting with practitioners who struggle to determine who is the perpetrator, as both are
female (Ristock, 2003). Queer women may decline to report IPV for fear of
perpetuating negative stereotypes around same-sex (McDonald, 2012) or
bisexual relationships (Head & Milton, 2014).
Stereotypical beliefs also play out through gender expression (Hassouneh
& Glass, 2008) and fears that victimization would be perceived as mutual
violence (Turrell & Herrmann, 2008). Although Balsam and Szymanski
(2005) found women who identified as feminine (“femme”) were more vulnerable to victimization than those who identified as masculine (“butch”),
other studies have reported professionals making this assumption a priori
(Hassouneh & Glass, 2008), leading to butch survivors being arrested after
calling the police to protect themselves from their femme partner.
Contrastingly, femme women may be less likely to report IPV if their victimization occurred along gender stereotyped lines, as they perceive “it’s
women’s lot in life” (DiStefano, 2009 p. 133) or if they physically defended
themselves, breaking the image of a “innocent and blameless” victim
(Ristock, 2003 p. 336). Heteronormative views of gender and IPV should
be considered when examining queer survivors’ decision to disclose violence.
The role of “family” (i.e., people we choose to be family such as friends
and pets; Weston, 1991) has received little attention in examinations of
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bisexual women’s leaving experiences. Within the queer community, family
includes fictive kin, as opposed to only biological or legal. Family often
provides emotional closeness and support within a larger antiqueer culture
(Weston, 1991). Findings on the role of queer family examined in extant
IPV literature were mixed. Turrell and Herrmann (2008) outlined how
queer women were hesitant to disclose IPV victimization to their families
of choice out of fear they would tell the abuser, who was a member of the
same social circle. Other women reported fear of losing her connection to
this form of family if she left the relationship, citing her partner as her primary connection to the queer community (Head & Milton, 2014;
McDonald, 2012; Ristock, 2003) whereas others described a lack of queer
family to begin with (Hardesty et al., 2011). Bisexual women may be even
less likely to have a queer family, given noted rejections from gay and lesbian-identified persons (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014). Other queer
women have described victimization in front of friends who were not supportive (Hassouneh & Glass, 2008). Indeed, bisexual women have described
not having others believe or validate their experiences (Bostwick &
Hequembourg, 2014). However, after initial disclosure, bisexual women
may turn to fictive kin when they have a supportive queer family (Turrell
& Herrmann, 2008) except for those who have been purposefully isolated
from social networks (DiStefano, 2009; Head & Milton, 2014).
It was difficult to determine the applicability of findings to bisexual
women, given samples were predominantly composed of lesbian women
with limited explicit bisexual representation (i.e., Head & Milton, 2014).
However, research outside the field of IPV suggests disclosure for bisexual
women is more complex than for lesbian women. For example, within
queer communities, bisexual women’s queerness is often questioned
(Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014; Hayfield, Clarke, & Halliwell, 2014;
Kleese, 2011). There is the misconception by some that bisexuality is a
phase or a way to maximize a number of potential sexual partners
(Johnson & Groves, 2017). As bisexual women are more likely to have a
male abuser, this response may be exacerbated when leaving a male partner, (Goldberg & Meyer, 2013; Head & Milton, 2014; Messinger, 2011;
Walters et al., 2013) as those in the queer community may have already
perceived these women to be heterosexual (Bostwick & Hequembourg,
2014). Even so, survivors may not feel comfortable or safe using resources
designed for heterosexual women as they are queer (Eaton et al., 2008;
Gillum & DiFulvio, 2012). In fact, bisexual women often do not utilize formal or informal help systems to avoid being stigmatized (Hardesty et al.,
2011). Some bisexual women have reported describing themselves as heterosexual when leaving a different-sex relationship to prevent discrimination (Head & Milton, 2014). By integrating research on social support in
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leaving violent relationships and bisexual stereotypes, researchers are able
to better understand the role of queer family in IPV research for bisexual women.
The scant representation of bisexual women in the IPV literature and
preexisting stereotypes about this population place them in danger of experiencing violence (Johnson & Groves 2017). It is critical to recognize the
prevalence of IPV for these women and what places them at risk for perpetration and victimization in addition to hindering their experiences of
leaving, as well as how misconceptions about bisexuality impact these experiences (Head & Milton, 2014). Findings from this study promote the start
of this research.
Discussion

Although the research on IPV among different-sex couples, including both
male-to-female and female-to-male perpetration is vast (Ali, Dhingra, &
McGarry, 2014) and literature among same-sex queer couples is increasing
(Edwards, Sylaska, & Neal, 2015), there is still little research that considers
bisexual women specifically. In all but one study, bisexual women were
combined with other queer groups, either within the broader queer community or with other sexual minority women, and no study included bisexual transgender women. However, emergent research has indicated that
bisexual women’s (Head & Milton, 2014) and transgender women’s (CookDaniels, 2015) experiences are unique and should be studied as such.
Researchers should move away from examining the queer community as a
homogenous group with similar experiences (van Eeden-Moorefield, 2018).
As research on IPV in queer groups is developing, so should an understanding of the differences between and within queer groups.
Although all efforts were made in the present study to provide a comprehensive review, some published works may have been missed. For example,
the term ‘domestic violence’ was excluded from the original search as it
encompasses a broad array of violence types (e.g., parent to child abuse,
abuse toward elders, only applies to cohabiting partners or those who are
married with children in common) in addition to dating/intimate relationships and has been inconsistently applied in research and practice (Barocas,
Emery, & Mills, 2016). We attempted to mitigate this potential through
examining articles in the reference lists of the articles we did find. Further,
though researchers who held expertise in the subject matter reviewed coding, a second coder during the content analysis would have been beneficial
to the study (van Eeden-Moorefield et al., 2018). Although the present
study aimed to explore variations of experiences based on racial/ethnic
identity, the lack of research provided a limited discussion and, as such,
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findings from the literature review are generally representative of White
individuals.
Despite these limitations, this study provides insight into the experiences
of bisexual women within IPV research and highlights areas for future
studies. Future research should focus on the unique experiences of bisexual
women to explore best practices for bisexual survivors and provide resources tailored to their needs. The following section outlines our call to
researchers to increase the extant research and address the gaps in current knowledge.
Focusing on variations in bisexual survivors

Future research should devote focus towards studying exclusively bisexual
women’s experiences of IPV. Johnson and Groves (2017) theorized what
places bisexual women at risk for sexual assault. This is differentiated from
IPV by way of including violence from others than intimate partners (e.g.,
stranger rape) as well as excluding nonsexual and psychologically violent
behaviors. However, their focus on violence toward bisexual women provides recognition and reflection on a vulnerable, yet marginalized, group.
As bisexual women are at a higher risk of experiencing IPV than their lesbian and heterosexual peers, it is imperative to examine this discrepancy to
determine contributing factors. Additionally, given the heightened rates of
IPV victimization among bisexual transgender women (Brown & Herman,
2015), future research should also examine these experiences. Since Balsam
and Szymanski (2005), a growing body of research examines what places
queer women at risk for IPV; however, no study had focused on what places bisexual women at risk. Although some did acknowledge certain
between-group differences (e.g., Pyra et al., 2014), more in-depth research
is warranted.
Multiple minority stress

In addition to the cultural heterosexism that affects queer experiences of
IPV, sexual minority stress has also been discussed as a factor (Balsam &
Szymanski, 2005; Edwards & Sylaska, 2013; Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera,
2017) and, potentially, disclosure (Johnson & Groves, 2017). Although
bisexuals may experience homophobia from the heterosexual majority,
exclusion from the queer community or bisexual transgender survivors’
exclusion from the cisgender majority, often compound their experiences
of discrimination (Cook-Daniels, 2015; Head & Milton, 2014; Johnson &
Groves, 2017). A body of literature has found bisexuals are vulnerable to
multiple negative stereotypes, even among queer peer groups (Dodge et al.,
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2016). One stereotype is that women’s bisexuality is ephemeral, and she
will permanently return to a male partner (Bostwick & Hequembourg,
2014; Kleese, 2011). Their likelihood to have a male abuser (Walters et al.,
2013), may serve as “confirmation” of a heterosexual identity. However, if
she is in a relationship with a female abuser, she is vulnerable to the myriad of stereotypes about same-sex violence in addition to exclusion from
queer support. Researchers should compare survivors’ experiences as well
as tactics employed by abusers based on their abusers’ gender(s) and/or
gender majority or minority status (Cook-Daniels, 2015; Head & Milton,
2014). Researchers should also study how the queer community receives
IPV disclosure (Turrell & Herrmann, 2008) as well as heterosexual individuals (Sylaska & Edwards, 2015). To our knowledge, however, no study has
examined bisexual, including transgender identifying bisexual, women’s
multiple marginalization in the specific context of IPV.
Increasing ethnic and racial diversity

One area that deserves attention is how IPV occurs among racial and ethnic minority bisexual survivors. Current literature examining IPV among
queer couples has been somewhat homogenous along sexual and racial
identities. It is crucial to expand upon these factors and how they may
intersect (Cho, Crenshaw, & McCall, 2013; Turrell et al., 2018). Over one
half (n ¼ 19) of reviewed studies had a predominately White sample, which
is consistent with previous literature on IPV among queer couples (West,
2012). As different racial and ethnic women tend to experience IPV at different rates, with Black women appearing to be most vulnerable (Cho,
2012), future research should examine racial minority status at the intersection of bisexuality (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014; Turrell et al., 2018).
Facets of biphobia and racial minority status may be applied in future
research. An extension of understanding bisexual’s disclosure of IPV in
queer communities would be to understand how disclosures are received in
both heterosexual and queer communities of color (Dodge et al., 2016).
Little research has focused on the discrimination of ethnic and racial
minority bisexual individuals (Bostwick & Hequembourg, 2014), yet LGB
ethnic minority individuals appear to be more likely to experience stigma
and be less likely to have come out than White LGB individuals (Moradi
et al., 2010). Women often turn to friends and biological family for support
when leaving violent relationships (Hardesty et al., 2011). Racial minority
women often have decreased access to social resources in these cases (Cho,
2012), yet our findings did not reveal literature on how race affected access
for bisexual women. We recommend exploring access for racial minority
bisexual women.
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Increasing age diversity

Increased attention should be given to the experiences of bisexual adolescents. Coupled with the already heightened risk in adolescence for IPV
(Kann et al., 2011; 2016; Wincentak et al., 2017), the prevalence of IPV
among bisexual youth is troubling. Existing prevalence rates also have
necessitated more sensitive measures for determining bisexuality (Bostwick
& Hequembourg, 2013). Behaviorally bisexual adolescents appear to be
more at risk than those who identify as bisexual (Kann et al., 2016; Luo
et al., 2014). Adolescents are becoming aware of, disclosing, and acting on
attraction to same and/or different-sex peers at earlier ages (Grafsky,
Hickey, Nguyen, & Wall, 2018), though not necessarily identifying as queer.
As such, it is critical to examine the gender(s) of their partner(s) in addition to their sexual identity.
Bisexual women in late adulthood (50 years and older; Choi & Meyer,
2016) were markedly absent from reviewed literature. This is especially
concerning, as health research indicates queer elders are at an increased
vulnerability for predictors of IPV victimization and perpetration (e.g., substance abuse, depression; Choi & Meyer, 2016). This generation has faced
heightened institutionalized discrimination and subsequently have reported
higher rates of internalized homophobia (Fredricksen-Goldsen, 2014).
Thus, they may be reluctant to seek healthcare, resulting in missed opportunities to seek, be screened for, and receive help for IPV (FredricksenGoldsen, 2014). As such, age is important to consider among bisexual survivors of IPV.
Findings indicate the importance of recognizing the variations in bisexual
women’s experiences of IPV, as well as incorporating research that includes
multiple marginalities as well as racial and ethnic and age diversity. As this
was generally not present in the reviewed literature, doing so improves the
knowledge on IPV among bisexual women. By increasing knowledge, it is
possible to improve the personal and relationship health for these women.
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